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1
METHOD AND APPARATUS FOR
RETAINING CONTENTS IN A CONVEYED
CONTAINER

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The invention pertains to apparatus and methods for
covering containers during their movement by a conveyor
system and, more particularly, to a puck for holding a
container being conveyed and automatically covering and
uncovering the container as required as it is conveyed.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

A wide variety of consumer products are packaged in
bottles, vials, cans, or other containers using conveyor
systems and automated equipment, to increase the efficiency
and repeatability of the packaging process, and the resulting
quality of the delivered product. In some cases, the size and
scale of bottles, vials, cans, or containers are able to be
manipulated through an automated system of conveyors and
handling equipment without difficulty. In other cases, the
size, weight, or shape of the containers may present more
difficulty for automated handling systems, particularly as
speeds of automated equipment are increased for higher
throughput. For example, empty, light weight plastic con-
tainers may not have enough mass to keep themselves
upright, when accelerated along a conveyor system, around
corners, and through handling equipment, and can easily tip,
jam, fly off, or orient themselves awkwardly and inconsis-
tently for the handling equipment. If such containers are
already filled with a product, such actions may result in
spilling some or all of the container’s contents.

One solution that has been implemented involves placing
such containers, bottles, vials, or cans within a carrier, or
puck. This provides stability and consistent orientation
throughout the handling system, and particularly at critical
steps such as filling, labeling, weighing, capping, and the
like. A carrier or puck, may accommodate multiple sizes and
shapes of containers through careful design of its interior, or
through the use of tailored inserts. In the example of
automated pharmacy equipment for filling prescriptions,
pucks are used to hold prescription bottles or vials of various
sizes. The pucks provide a consistent weight and shape that
can be manipulated by the handling equipment, while keep-
ing the container upright and in a known orientation. Using
technology that can identify each individual puck and con-
tainer combination, such as, but not limited to, bar code
identification or radio-frequency identification (RFID), the
automated equipment is capable of filling each container
with the correct medication from a matrix of dispensers as
required by each prescription. As the individual filled con-
tainer associated with each prescription proceeds from the
dispensing station to subsequent operations, such as labeling
and capping, it is commonplace for adjacent pucks to hold
bottles filled with entirely different and unrelated prescrip-
tions.

One problem that is observed in automated systems as
described above, occurs as the pucks bump into one another
along the course of the conveyor system. Occasionally,
collisions between pucks cause individual pills, capsules,
tablets or medications to jump out of a bottle. In a high
volume operation, this event can happen frequently enough
to produce a sizeable quantity of medications around the
floor of the conveyor equipment. Such spilled medications
must be discarded. In some cases, very expensive medica-
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tions may be discarded. Also, some of the prescriptions that
leave the facility may be short of the correct quantity.

Another possible result may be cross-contamination,
where the momentum incurred by a dose of medication
causes it to jump from one bottle to another. While the
probability of this occurrence is much lower than landing on
the floor, the liability associated with a dose of the wrong
medication cross-contaminating a prescription may be sig-
nificant, and high volume automated operations increase the
opportunity for cross-contamination to occur.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

In accordance with the present invention there is provided
a method and an apparatus for preventing the accidental loss
of contents from a conveyed container, and preventing
cross-contamination of products or medications. Novel
pucks are provided with attached covers that may selectively
be moved from a closed to an open orientation where the
open top of a container is accessible to automated filling,
capping, or other similar equipment. Conversely, the
attached cover may be orientated in a closed orientation
whereby any content of the container is retained therewithin.
The attached covers are selectively moved from the open to
the closed orientation or the closed to the open orientation
automatically by the conveyor system.

It is, therefore, an object of the invention to provide a
method and apparatus to prevent cross-contamination of
products, including medications, in adjacent containers
along a conveyor system.

It is another object of the invention to provide a means
and apparatus to reduce or eliminate accidental loss of
product from a bottle or container.

It is an additional object of the invention to provide a puck
having a selectively movable cover to temporarily retain
bottle or container contents.

It is a further object of the invention to provide a means
for temporarily removing the cover from a covered puck for
operations requiring access to the bottle or container open-
ing.

It is a still further object of the invention to provide a
means for reliably re-engaging the cover of the covered puck
when access to the bottle or container opening is no longer
required.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

Various objects, features, and attendant advantages of the
present invention will become more fully appreciated as the
same becomes better understood when considered in con-
junction with the accompanying drawings, in which like
reference characters designate the same or similar parts
throughout the several views, and wherein:

FIG. 1 is a front perspective, schematic view of a prior art
puck shown holding a typical prescription bottle.

FIG. 2 is a front perspective, schematic view of a novel
puck and cover assembly, shown holding a prescription
bottle.

FIG. 3 is a side perspective, schematic view of novel puck
and cover assembly of FIG. 2.

FIG. 4 is a side, schematic view of novel puck and cover
assembly of FIG. 2, holding a prescription bottle, with the
cover assembly moved to allow access to the top opening of
the prescription bottle.

FIG. 5 is a front perspective, schematic view of another
embodiment of a novel puck and cover assembly, shown
holding a prescription bottle.
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FIG. 6 is a front perspective, schematic view of an
alternate embodiment novel puck and cover assembly.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
PREFERRED EMBODIMENT

The present invention provides a novel puck and cover
assembly and method for temporarily retaining the contents
of'a container, such as a prescription bottle, during process-
ing and order-filling operations. The cover assembly may be
automatically moved from a closed to an open orientation
whereby the open top of the container is made accessible to
automated filling equipment or the like. Alternately, the
cover assembly may be moved to a closed orientation such
that any contents (e.g., medicaments) are retained in the
container.

Referring first to FIG. 1, there is shown a front perspec-
tive, schematic view of a prior art puck (100) holding a
container (105), such as a prescription bottle or vial, having
an opening (106) at the top of the container (105). The prior
art puck (100) comprises an upper portion (120) that retains
container (105), and a lower portion (110) having a rela-
tively larger diameter than upper portion (120). The lower
portion (110) provides stability to the puck (100) and
container (105) by contribution to a low center of gravity,
and it presents a sufficient surface area at the bottom of the
puck (130) to interact with a conveyor system (not shown).
Additionally, the lower portion (110) acts a bumper that can
be easily guided through a conveyor system that requires
changes in direction, and transitions from one conveyor belt
or track, to another, without tipping or jamming.

Referring now also to FIG. 2, there is shown a front
perspective, schematic view of a novel puck and cover
assembly (200), holding a container (105), such as a pre-
scription bottle or vial. Container (105) forms no part of the
present invention and is included to better show the opera-
tion of novel puck (200). As used herein, the term container
is intended to refer to vials, bottles, or any other vessel
suitable for delivering a product, typically a pharmaceutical,
to an end-user (e.g., a patient). In this embodiment, a
container cover (240) is attached to two horizontal supports
(250) on opposite sides of the bottle cover (240). The
horizontal supports (250) are also attached to the top of two
vertical pivot arms (260). The vertical pivot arms (260) are
further attached to the upper portion (220) the puck and
cover assembly (200) at pivot points (270) situated on
opposite sides of the upper portion (220). Counterweights
(280) are attached to the pivot arms (260) at a position below
the pivot points (270). The combination of counterweights
(280), pivot arms (260), horizontal supports (250), and
container cover (240) forms puck cover assembly (295).
Puck cover assembly (295) may rotate as a single subas-
sembly about pivot points (270). The counterweights (280)
are attached to the lower end of the vertical pivot arms (260),
below the pivot points (270), and are sized and configured
to maintain the position of the bottle cover (240) above the
top opening (106 in FIG. 1) of the container (105).

While a cylindrical puck has been shown for purposes of
disclosure, it will be recognized by those of skill in the art
that pucks having square, rectangular, or polygonal foot-
prints could be readily substituted therefor. In puck (200)
upper portion (220) of puck (200) has a smaller diameter
than lower portion (210). In pucks having non-circular
cross-sections, the terms “smaller dimension” and “larger
dimension” is used to denote that an upper and lower
portions (220, 210) have relatively smaller and larger cross-
sectional areas.
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This embodiment of the novel puck and cover assembly
(200) incorporates a rotational orientation pin (290)
designed to ensure that horizontal supports (250) are prop-
erly oriented relative to a mechanism, not shown, estab-
lished to rotate the puck cover assembly (295) to an open
position as shown in FIG. 4. The mechanism, not shown,
typically forms a part of the conveyor system.

Referring now also to FIG. 3, there is shown a side
perspective, schematic view of the novel puck and cover
assembly (200) of FIG. 2. Located at the bottom, center of
the counterweights (280) are magnets (282), provided to
produce a dampening effect to the motion of the puck cover
assembly (295 in FIG. 2). The magnets (282) are attracted to
pieces of metal or opposite pole magnets (284) positioned in
the lower portion (210) of puck (200). The pieces of metal
or opposite pole magnets (284) are placed in the lower
portion (210) below the counterweights (280) and magnets
(282) such that they dampen rotational oscillation of the
puck cover assembly (295 in FIG. 2) when the cover (240)
is positioned directly above the top opening (106 in FIG. 1)
of the container (105). In the absence of a dampening
mechanism, rotational oscillation of the puck cover assem-
bly could occur during random collisions, such as with other
puck and cover assemblies (200) travelling along the con-
veyor system, or with components of the conveyor system
itself. Most significantly, after the puck cover assembly (295
in FIG. 2) has been rotated to perform an operation, it is
released. Without a dampening mechanism, the puck cover
assembly could oscillate back and forth several times, par-
tially defeating the purpose of the invention (i.e., temporar-
ily retaining the contents of container (105).

Referring now also to FIG. 4, there is shown a side
perspective, schematic view of novel puck and cover assem-
bly (200) holding a container, with the puck cover assembly
(295) moved to allow access to the top opening (106) of the
container (105). In FIG. 4, the puck cover assembly (295) is
shown rotated clockwise about the pivot point (270), pro-
viding access to the opening (106) of container (105) for
performing operations such as filling or capping the con-
tainer, for example. While clockwise rotation of puck cover
assembly (295) is show for purposes of disclosure, it should
be noted that puck cover assembly (295) could readily be
rotated counterclockwise.

At appropriate stations in the conveyor system, a mecha-
nism rotates the puck cover assembly to provide access for
filling, capping, or other operations that require access to the
opening (106) of container (105). Subsequent to such opera-
tions, puck cover assembly (295) is returned to its closed
orientation whereby container cover (240) is maintained in
that position above the opening (106) of the container (105),
thereby preventing any loss of contents as the puck and
cover assembly (200) as it conveyed along an automated
conveyor system.

Referring now also to FIG. 5, there is shown a front
perspective, schematic view of an alternate embodiment
novel puck and cover assembly (200'), holding a container
(105), such as a prescription bottle or vial. Container (105)
forms no part of the present invention and is included to
better show the operation of novel puck (200"). In this
embodiment, a container cover (240) is attached to two
horizontal supports (250) on opposite sides of the bottle
cover (240). The horizontal supports (250) are also attached
to the top of two vertical pivot arms (260). The vertical pivot
arms (260) are further attached to the upper portion (220) of
the puck and cover assembly (200) at pivot points (270)
situated on opposite sides of the upper portion (220). Coun-
terweights (280) are attached to the pivot arms (260) at a
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position below the pivot points (270). The combination of
counterweights (280), pivot arms (260), horizontal supports
(250), and container cover (240) forms puck cover assembly
(295). Puck cover assembly (295) may rotate as a single
subassembly about pivot points (270). The counterweights
(280) are attached to the lower end of the vertical pivot arms
(260), below the pivot points (270), and are sized and
configured to maintain the position of the bottle cover (240)
above the top opening (106 in FIG. 1) of the container (105).

While a cylindrical puck has been shown for purposes of
disclosure, it will be recognized by those of skill in the art
that pucks having square, rectangular, or polygonal foot-
prints could be readily substituted therefor. In puck (200"
upper portion (220) of puck (200) has a smaller diameter
than lower portion (210). In pucks having non-circular
cross-sections, the terms “smaller dimension” and “larger
dimension” is used to denote that an upper and lower
portions (220, 210) have relatively smaller and larger cross-
sectional areas.

This embodiment of the novel puck and cover assembly
(200" incorporates a rotational orientation post (291),
located toward an edge of the container cover (240),
orthogonal to the axis of the horizontal supports (250). The
rotational orientation post (291), interacting with an external
fixture included in the conveyor system, serves to rotate the
puck and cover assembly (200') to ensure that horizontal
supports (250) are properly oriented relative to a mecha-
nism, not shown, established to rotate the puck cover
assembly (295) to an open position as shown in FIG. 4. The
mechanism, not shown, typically forms a part of the con-
veyor system. The conveyor system, however, form no part
of the instant invention.

Referring now also to FIG. 6, there is shown a front
perspective, schematic view of an alternate embodiment
novel puck and cover assembly (300), holding a container
(105), such as a prescription bottle or vial. Container (105)
forms no part of the present invention and is included to
better show the operation of novel puck (300). In this
embodiment, a container cover (240) is attached to a hori-
zontal support (250"). The horizontal support (250" is also
attached to the top of a vertical pivot arm (260"). The vertical
pivot arm (260") is further attached to the upper portion (220)
of the puck and cover assembly (300) at a pivot point (270")
situated on the outer vertical surface (221) of the upper
portion (220). A counterweight (280') is attached to the pivot
arm (260'") at a position below the pivot point (270'). The
combination of the counterweight (280"), pivot arm (260"),
horizontal support (250'), and container cover (240) forms
puck cover assembly (295"). Puck cover assembly (295"
may rotate as a single subassembly about pivot point (270").
The counterweight (280') is attached to the lower end of the
vertical pivot arm (260'), below the pivot point (270", and
is sized and configured to maintain the position of the bottle
cover (240) above the top opening (106 in FIG. 1) of the
container (105).

This embodiment of the novel puck and cover assembly
(300) incorporates a rotational orientation post (291),
located toward an edge of the container cover (240),
orthogonal to the axis of the horizontal support (250"). The
rotational orientation post (291), interacting with an external
fixture included in the conveyor system, serves to rotate the
puck and cover assembly (300) to ensure that horizontal
support (250" is properly oriented relative to a mechanism,
not shown, established to rotate the puck cover assembly
(295") to an open position as shown in FIG. 4. The mecha-
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nism, not shown, typically forms a part of the conveyor
system. The conveyor system, however, form no part of the
instant invention.

Since other modifications and changes varied to fit par-
ticular operating requirements and environments will be
apparent to those skilled in the art, the invention is not
considered limited to the example chosen for purposes of
disclosure, and covers all changes and modifications which
do not constitute departures from the true spirit and scope of
this invention.

Having thus described the invention, what is desired to be
protected by Letters Patent is presented in the subsequently
appended claims.

What is claimed is:

1. An apparatus for preventing loss of contents from a
container while container is conveyed though an automated
system comprising:

a) a puck having an lower portion having a first dimension
and an upper portion having a second dimension, said
first dimension being larger than said second dimen-
sion, said upper portion having a top surface with an
opening therein, said opening being sized and adapted
to receive and retain a container therein;

b) a moveable puck cover assembly comprising:

i: a planar container cover,

ii: a pair of horizontal supports each having a proximal
end fixed to said container cover and outwardly
therefrom and diametrically opposed to one another;

iii: a pair of vertical pivot arms each having a proximal
end connected to a distal end of one of said pair of
horizontal supports;

iv: a pair of counterbalance weights, each of said pair
of counterbalance weights being attached at a distal
end of a respective one of said pair of vertical pivot
arms; and

v: a first portion of a pivot system disposed between
said distal end and said proximal end of each of said
pair of vertical pivot arms;

¢) a pair of second portions of a pivot system disposed on
an outer vertical surface of said lower portion of said
puck, said second portions of said pivot system inter-
acting with respective ones of said first portions of said
pivot systems to allow said movable puck cover assem-
bly to move between a first orientation wherein said
planar container cover is positioned over said opening
in said top surface and a second orientation wherein
said opening in said top surface is uncovered.

2. The apparatus for preventing loss of contents from a
container while container is conveyed though an automated
system as recited in claim 1, further comprising:

d) means for holding said moveable puck cover assembly

in said first orientation.

3. The apparatus for preventing loss of contents from a
container while container is conveyed though an automated
system as recited in claim 2, wherein said means for holding
said moveable puck cover assembly in said first orientation
comprises:

i: a first ferromagnetic structure disposed centrally on a
downfacing surface on at least one of said pair of
counterweights; and

ii: a second ferromagnetic structure disposed in an upfac-
ing surface of said lower portion of said puck directly
beneath said first ferromagnetic structure when said
moveable puck cover assembly in said first orientation.

4. The apparatus for preventing loss of contents from a
container while container is conveyed though an automated
system as recited in claim 3, wherein at least one of said first
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ferromagnetic structure and said second ferromagnetic
structure comprises a magnet.

5. The apparatus for preventing loss of contents from a
container while container is conveyed though an automated
system as recited in claim 4, wherein when said first
ferromagnetic structure comprises a magnet, said second
ferromagnetic structure comprises one selected from the
group: a magnet of an opposite polarity to said magnet
comprising said first ferromagnetic structure, and a ferro-
magnetic metal.

6. The apparatus for preventing loss of contents from a
container while container is conveyed though an automated
system as recited in claim 4, wherein when said first
ferromagnetic structure comprises a ferromagnetic material,
said second ferromagnetic structure comprises a magnet.

7. The apparatus for preventing loss of contents from a
container while container is conveyed though an automated
system as recited in claim 1, wherein said moveable puck
cover assembly is caused to move between said first orien-
tation and said second orientation by a first externally
imposed force.

8. The apparatus for preventing loss of contents from a
container while container is conveyed though an automated
system as recited in claim 7, wherein said moveable puck
cover assembly is caused to move between said second
orientation and said first orientation by one selected from the
group: a second, different externally imposed force, and
withdrawal of said first externally imposed force.

9. The apparatus for preventing loss of contents from a
container while container is conveyed though an automated
system as recited in claim 1, further comprising:

d) a container adapter for insertion into said opening in
said top surface of said upper portion to adapt said
opening to receive and retain a container having at least
one different physical characteristic selected from the
group: a different diameter, and a different height.

10. The apparatus for preventing loss of contents from a
container while container is conveyed though an automated
system as recited in claim 1, further comprising:

d) an orienting pin disposed at a location chosen from the
group: on said upper portion of said puck, on said lower
portion of said puck, and on said planar container
cover.

11. An apparatus for preventing loss of contents from a
container while container is conveyed though an automated
system comprising:

a) a puck having an lower portion having a first dimension
and an upper portion having a second dimension, said
first dimension being larger than said second dimen-
sion, said upper portion having a top surface with an
opening therein, said opening being sized and adapted
to receive and retain a container therein;

b) a moveable puck cover assembly comprising:

i: a planar container cover;

ii: a horizontal support having a proximal end fixed to
said container cover and extending outwardly there-
from;

iii: a vertical pivot arm having a proximal end con-
nected to a distal end of one of said horizontal
support;

iv: a counterbalance weight, said counterbalance
weight being attached at a distal end of vertical pivot
arm; and

v: a first portion of a pivot system disposed between
said distal end and said proximal end of vertical
pivot arm;
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¢) a second portion of a pivot system disposed on an outer
vertical surface of said lower portion of said puck, said
second portion of said pivot system interacting with
said first portion of said pivot system to allow said
movable puck cover assembly to move between a first
orientation wherein said planar container cover is posi-
tioned over said opening in said top surface and a
second orientation wherein said opening in said top
surface is uncovered.

12. The apparatus for preventing loss of contents from a
container while container is conveyed though an automated
system as recited in claim 11, further comprising:

d) means for holding said moveable puck cover assembly

in said first orientation.

13. The apparatus for preventing loss of contents from a
container while container is conveyed though an automated
system as recited in claim 12, wherein said means for
holding said moveable puck cover assembly in said first
orientation comprises:

i: a first ferromagnetic structure disposed centrally on a

downfacing surface on said counterweight; and

ii: a second ferromagnetic structure disposed in an upfac-
ing surface of said lower portion of said puck directly
beneath said first ferromagnetic structure when said
moveable puck cover assembly in said first orientation.

14. The apparatus for preventing loss of contents from a
container while container is conveyed though an automated
system as recited in claim 13, wherein at least one of said
first ferromagnetic structure and said second ferromagnetic
structure comprises a magnet.

15. The apparatus for preventing loss of contents from a
container while container is conveyed though an automated
system as recited in claim 14, wherein when said first
ferromagnetic structure comprises a magnet, said second
ferromagnetic structure comprises one selected from the
group: a magnet of an opposite polarity to said magnet
comprising said first ferromagnetic structure, and a ferro-
magnetic metal.

16. The apparatus for preventing loss of contents from a
container while container is conveyed though an automated
system as recited in claim 14, wherein when said first
ferromagnetic structure comprises a ferromagnetic material,
said second ferromagnetic structure comprises a magnet.

17. The apparatus for preventing loss of contents from a
container while container is conveyed though an automated
system as recited in claim 11, wherein said moveable puck
cover assembly is caused to move between said first orien-
tation and said second orientation by a first externally
imposed force.

18. The apparatus for preventing loss of contents from a
container while container is conveyed though an automated
system as recited in claim 17, wherein said moveable puck
cover assembly is caused to move between said second
orientation and said first orientation by one selected from the
group: a second, different externally imposed force, and
withdrawal of said first externally imposed force.

19. The apparatus for preventing loss of contents from a
container while container is conveyed though an automated
system as recited in claim 11, further comprising:

d) a container adapter for insertion into said opening in
said top surface of said upper portion to adapt said
opening to receive and retain a container having at least
one different physical characteristic selected from the
group: a different diameter, and a different height.

20. The apparatus for preventing loss of contents from a

container while container is conveyed though an automated
system as recited in claim 11, further comprising:
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d) an orienting pin disposed at a location chosen from the b) placing a container having an open top in said opening
group: on said.upper portion of saiq puck, on said loyver in said top surface of said puck assembly;
portion of said puck, and on said planar container ¢) moving said puck assembly on a conveyor system, said

cover.

21. A method of preventing loss of contents from a 5
container while the container is conveyed though an auto-
mated system, the steps comprising:

a) providing a puck assembly comprising: a puck having

an lower portion having a first dimension and an upper
portion having a second dimension, said first dimension 10
being larger than said second dimension, said upper
portion having a top surface with an opening therein,
said opening being sized and adapted to receive and
retain a container therein; a moveable puck cover
assembly comprising: a planar container cover; a pair 15
otf'horizontal supports each having a proximal end fixed
to said container cover and outwardly therefrom and
diametrically opposed to one another; a pair of vertical
pivot arms each having a proximal end connected to a
distal end of one of said pair of horizontal supports; a 20
pair of counterbalance weights, each of said pair of
counterbalance weights being attached at a distal end of
a respective one of said pair of vertical pivot arms; and
a first portion of a pivot system disposed between said
distal end and said proximal end of each of said pair of 35
vertical pivot arms; a pair of second portions of a pivot
system disposed on an outer vertical surface of said
lower portion of said puck, said second portions of said
pivot system interacting with respective ones of said
first portions of said pivot; L

conveyor system configured to move said puck cover
assembly from a first orientation wherein said planar
container cover is positioned over said open top of said
container to a second orientation wherein said open top
in said container is uncovered;

d) moving said puck cover assembly into said second
orientation;

e) with said puck cover assembly in said second orienta-
tion, performing one of the operations selected from the
group: filling, inspecting, and capping.

22. The method of preventing loss of contents from a
container while the container is conveyed though an auto-
mated system as recited in claim 21, the steps further
comprising:

1) after said performing step (e), moving said puck cover

assembly to said first orientation.

23. The method of preventing loss of contents from a
container while the container is conveyed though an auto-
mated system as recited in claim 21, the steps further
comprising:

f) providing an orientation pin on said puck assembly; and

g) prior to performing said moving said puck cover
assembly step (d), utilizing said orientation pin to rotate
said puck assembly to a desired angular relationship
with to said conveyor system.



